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Founded in 1971, Leuven University Press was established as a self-supporting entity within the K.U.Leuven. More specifically it is subjected to the general university administration. It was Guido Declercq, the first general manager of the autonomous Dutch-speaking Leuven University, who took the initiative to establish a university press. The academic authorities of Leuven University wanted to preserve scholarship of an acceptable international level after the parting of the French-speaking Louvain University. The rector, Piet De Somer, and the general manager, Guido Declercq, understood very well that the natural environment of Louvain-la-Neuve was the French-speaking learned community. For that reason Leuven University Press had to make a move towards the Anglo-American learned community: Guido Declercq tried very hard to incorporate Leuven University Press into a network of small English-speaking university presses all over the world. He is also considered as one of the founding fathers of the International Association of Scholarly Publishers, an association for non-profit university presses.
The mission statement of Leuven University Press was to publish books of high scientific value but without any commercial potential, in this way offering publication facilities for K.U.Leuven-research, in order to become a fully respected partner in the international learned community. Needless to recall that it seemed impossible for a small university press to avoid important financial losses, to pay every month the salaries of the staff, to obtain every year a break-even, and, if possible, to make some benefits which are necessary for further investments. Now, more than 30 years later, the conclusion is that Leuven University Press succeeded in this mission impossible. During these 30 years, Leuven University Press published more than 1400 titles. 
All this is done by a small number of employees. For years, Ms Hilde Lens-Gielis, the actual director of Leuven University Press, was on the job all on her own. It was the struggle for life, e.g. the struggle, some 15 years ago, with the board of directors to obtain the first computer, to recruit the first staff member, ... but she succeeded! Today Leuven University Press has 7 staff members, and discussions about the desirability of a new computer belong to the past. 
Publishing some 80 titles a year, however, is quite a task. Fortunately Leuven University Press relies on a small, but outstanding team. They take care of the entire production process: discussions with the authors, acceptance of the manuscripts, negotiations with printers, distributors, librarians and bookshops. Furthermore they take care of publicity by leaflets, catalogues and direct mailings. Compared to other publishers (commercial and non-commercial), who generally need a team of 5 members to produce some 50 titles a year, the demands on the staff members of Leuven University Press are very high.
Not only the human commitment is high. The costs of production and distribution of books are high as well.  Because Leuven University Press faces the additional circumstance of publishing high qualified, fundamental and extremely specialized scientific works, it works normally with a print run of 500 copies maximum, although a print run of only 300-350 copies is no longer unusual. If 250 copies of one book are sold within a period of 5 years, Leuven University Press is relieved and happy.
The price of the book in the bookshop does not only cover the multiplied production cost. It includes also a fee of 50% for the distributor, who leaves for the bookshop between 25% and 35%. Under these conditions small university presses prefer to work without distributors, and to do the whole distribution by direct mailing. A fully equipped website, including the possibility of on-line buying and selling, facilitates a direct and worldwide contact between publisher and user. An own scientific bookshop is useful to provide the home market and to centralize the acquisition of books for the University Libraries. Leuven University Press is working on it ... 
As appears from the catalogue, Leuven University Press publishes above all monographs, miscellanea and proceedings.  Leuven University Press does not publish scientific journals, although it publishes two or three yearbooks.  Leuven University Press is a traditional publisher with a strong emphasis on the cultural sciences, especially on philosophy, history, linguistics, ... and with growing attention to social sciences, psychology and law. But Leuven University Press welcomes every academic discipline, including natural and bio-medical sciences, even if the catalogue seems to prove the contrary. The historical origins of Leuven University Press in the humanities, the existence of specialized and monopolizing publishers in the fields outside the so-called cultural sciences, and the lack of scientific journals, explain the little attention given to the natural sciences. Leuven University Press is working on it ...
Publishing only hard, difficult, non-commercial scientific stuff would be the end of Leuven University Press. To survive, and - why not - to grow, it chose a two-fold strategy. On the one hand, non-commercial publications are published in series of internationally recognised quality. This permits to procure subsidies from the University Foundation in Brussels, from the Leuven University Publication Commission, or from the Faculty or Department Publication Commission.  Leuven University Press always tries to reimburse the subsidies coming from Leuven University, her Faculties or Departments, to permit them reinvestments in publications. On the other hand, Leuven University Press publishes at its own risk. For this kind of publications commercial aspects are much more important. Many university handbooks and textbooks, as well as essays and books for a larger public, were already published with success! A growing number of authors is recruited at other universities. But the problem remains: K.U.Leuven-authors come to Leuven University Press with their difficult and non-commercial stuff, while offering their more accessible products to commercial publishers, even if Leuven University Press offers the same level of royalties.
Behold the past and current positions of Leuven University Press. But what about the future, and its challenge of e-publishing? Obviously Leuven University Press can’t remain at the sidelines of this evolution. Within one or two generations, say 30-50 years, the p-book will be a collector’s item, an antiquarian curiosity, even an object of historical research. If the reader disposes of a simple flat and independent screen that he can take everywhere - to his bed, in his bath, at his desk, in his car, and especially under the tree in the back of his garden - the p-book will vanish completely, just as the printed book surpassed the manuscript around 1500. In the meantime Leuven University Press and other publishers have to continue to stimulate and to optimise the production and distribution of the p-book, and in the same time to dive in the world of e-publishing. That is the challenge.
Leuven University Press is a loyal participant in the book fairs of Antwerp, London and, most of all, Frankfurt, the leading book fair of the world. In this overwhelming fair you can feel, better than elsewhere, the policy, the strategy and the changes of the publishing business. And some 5 years ago, at the end of the second millennium, the Frankfurt book fair was devoted to e-publishing. It was the gadget of the year. All the big, commercial publishers presented their approach to e-publishing and even the results of e-publishing. It created the illusion of the complete disappearance of the p-book before the end of the second millennium. But it turned out to be a false start. Some publishers, Cambridge University Press for instance, were present in Frankfurt without any p-book and only with e-materials. Their exhibition areas didn’t attract the visitors. And a year later everyone was back with his beloved p-books. E-publishing was forgotten. Over and out … Two years ago an article in Le Monde enumerated the investments of the big French publishers in the field of e-publishing. It was enormous …  A few months ago the same paper wrote that the same publishers had decided, following their Anglo-American colleagues, to publish again a p-version of their encyclopaedias. And the facts are clear and indisputable: the p-book is alive and the production has reached a quantity level never seen before.
All this has to be recalled in order to stress the challenge that constitutes e-publishing to a small but well-established university press. For many years to come, Leuven University Press must continue to invest in the p-book. At the same time, however, it has to search for the (wo-)manpower and the financial resources which are necessary to expand the e-book business. Remember the profile of Leuven University Press: monographs, not journals, humanities, not natural sciences, ... the means and possibilities are limited. However, Leuven University Press can’t afford to miss this evolution. It is tempting to say that Leuven University Press would have been better off without its beautiful past of p-publishing.
The advantages of e-publishing are generally known: the international reach, the speed of publication, the enlarged capabilities for data-sets, illustrations, moving images, sound and animation, the reduced costs, the convenience for the user in terms of access and research, and the linking and archiving possibilities. E-publishing constitutes an alternative for formal journals and for books. Some uncertainties on the technical, legal, editorial, as well as on the financial level remain unsolved. Needless to say that it is not up to a small university press to decide about these uncertainties and options. But two tendencies are already clear. Firstly, the effect of e-publishing on p-publishing is, at this moment and for the years to come, a positive one: e-publishing stimulates the acquisition of p-books. Secondly, to answer the challenge of e-publishing, Leuven University Press should take into consideration joint ventures, mergers and other kinds of collaboration, and this on an ‘internal’ as well as on an external level.
On the internal level. Leuven University Press is looking for a close collaboration with K.U.Leuven libraries. K.U.Leuven University Library and Leuven University Press joined recently the Figaro-network for e-publishing. This network will take the decisions, will solve the uncertainties and the technical problems: that is the job for the bark-office of the network, we belong to the front-office and we will provide the texts for e-publishing within the framework offered by the Figaro back-office. Usually, the relationship between librarian and publisher is perceived as a difficult one, because librarians and scholars have in mind the commercial, monopolizing publisher profiteering on the back of the university scholar. Leuven University Press is not a publisher of that kind. It is your ally. For the benefit of your own university: work with them!
On the external level. For a small, non-commercial university press, it is difficult to collaborate with commercial publishers. Commercial publishers trying to collaborate with small university presses always look for their own financial benefits. Who is to blame them? It is obvious that a close collaboration, even a joint venture or a merger of complementary university presses is indicated. Looking for a complementary university press, Leuven University Press is currently negotiating with the sister university of Louvain-la-Neuve. They are not good at all in p-publishing but they are rather good in e-publishing. If an agreement can be reached it will be an important step for the future of Leuven University Press. Back to the future of the Sixties!
One last remark. E-publishing and printing on demand are often seen as two aspects of the same process. This is a totally wrong perception. The evolution in the field of printing on demand is going on very fast. Every printer will have made the necessary investments for this kind of printing within the next two years. It is just a question of technology, and of investment in that technology. Every publisher will have the possibility, dealing with his printer, to reduce the costs of printing and of storage. E-publishing and printing on demand must be dissociated. Leave that to your publisher. It’s his job. Don’t try to be your own publisher.
The emergence of e-publishing will open new possibilities for scientific research and communication. The birth pangs of e-publishing, say the pre-print characteristics of the provisional and the unfinished, will disappear when e-publishing is taken over by qualified editorial boards, and by qualified non-commercial publishers. Not publishing journals at the moment - but you are welcome if you want to start one - Leuven University Press will begin the e-publishing period by offering doctoral dissertations.






